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THE MEANING OF MESSIAH IN JEWISH THOUGHT 


The messianic idea was forged in the crucible of crisis. 
Confronted with mounting evidence that neither Israel nor Judah 
could withstand the onslaught of such mighty imperial powers as 
Assyria and Babylonia, inspired prophets sought to unders-tand 
^Yahweh's purpose. Steadfast in their belief that Yahweh was one 
and omnipotent, and reassured by the mighty acts which Yahweh had 
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performed for Israel in years^by, prophets like Amos, Hoseah, 
Micah, and Isaiah looked upon the turbulence of events as sytre 
signs of Yahweh*s power and as striking evidence of his concern 
for His people Israel. The ravaging of the land, the despoiling 
of the people, even the trudging off into exile testified to 
Yahweh* s omnipotence, not His helplessness-, to His loving justice 
not to the abandonment of His people. Assyria was the rod of 
His anger, an instrument, not a power in its own right. The^ 
devastation and destruction was meted out by Yahweh as punish* 
ment--proof of Yahweh*s strength, not evidence of His weakness. 
The prophets stubbornly refused to be swayed either by empirical 
facts or by necessary inference* Instead of allowing the facts 
to speak for themselves., these prophets insisted on speaking for 
the factsi 

The.ir reasoning was simple. Since Yahweh was omnipotent, 
and since Yahweh's essential attributes were justice, righteous¬ 
ness and loving-kindness, and since the covenant with Israel was 
a covenant binding Israel to Yahweh*s singularity and to His 
attributes, Yahweh would be remiss were He not to punish Israel 
when they flaunted His singularity by worshipping other gods, 

and when they denied His essential attributes by rjpckij^g 
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and ridiculing righteousness, by grounding down the poor, and 
humiliating the meek. The destruction of the Kingdom of Israel 
bore stunning testimony both to Yahweh's omnipotence and to His 
essence even as the subsequent destruction of Judah was to 
remove the last lingering doubt that Yahweh was absolutely in 
Control, omnipotent through His proven power to punish His 

* 

people for the violation of the solemn covenant He Tiad made 
With their forefathers,. a covenant binding them to Yahweh's 
singularity, omnipotence, and essential attributes. 

The prophets thus had an explanation for negative experi¬ 
ence, but how were they to resolve the more difficult problem. 

If Israel was to continue as Yahweh's people, what could they 
look forward to when they had absorbed their punishment, mended 
their ways, and dedicated themselves to righteousness and justice? 
In a world dominated by imperial powers, could they ever enjoy 
true independence? In a world of rivalrous nations, could they 
ever enjoy peace? In a world of exploitation and inequity> 
could the hungry be well-fed, the poor prosperous, the humiliated 
treated with dignity? 

The answer to these questions was found in Yahweh's. 
Omnipotence, in His essential attributes--justice, righteousness,, 
mercy, loving-kindness--and in His inviolate covenant with Israel, 
Yahweh would "on that day"--whenever that day might be--dissolV£ 
the old order of relentless war, degrading poverty, rampant 
unrighteousness, triumphant injustice, and ubiquitous disharmony, 
and shape in its stead a truly new creation wherein justice will 
be the line, and righteousness the plummet, and wherein "your 
covenant with death will be annulled and your agreement with Sheol 


will not stand," (Isaiah 2 j 8 ^17-18).' On that day divine sovereignty 
will put human sovereignty to shame as the* shoot which ha*s come 
forth from the stump of Jesse "judges the poor With righteousness 
and decides with equity for the meek of the earth. , „ Righteous¬ 
ness shall be the girdle of his waist; and 1 faithfulness the gird.l,£ 
of his loins.i* The very Saws Of nature will, be suspended as 'the 
Wolf dwells with the lamb, the leopard lies* down With the kidf the 
suckling child plays bvhr the hole of the asp, and. the weaned child 
puts his hand on the adder's den " De-structiOft Snd> hurt will be 
jio more in all of God's holy mountain; for the earth shall be full 
of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea." 

(Isaiah ll!<-f ). 

How utterly buuiWwas those latter days will be when 
"the mountain of the house of the Lord 
shall be established as the highest of the mountains, 
and shall be raised above the hills; 
and all the nations shall flow to it, 
and many peoples shall come and say 
'Come.' Let us go to the mountain of the Lord, 
to.the house of the God of Jacob; 
that he may teach us his ways 
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and that we may walk in his paths.’ 

For out of Zion shall go forth the Law* 
and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 

He shall judge between the nations, 

and shall decide for many peoples; 

and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, 

and their spears into pruning hooks; 


nation- shall nqt 14£t up sword against nation, 

^either shall they learn war anymqre.’’ 

Isaiah 2-: 1 -4; Micah 

Indeed, so altered will be the course of history that even 
tjie most congenital of enmities \fi'ill fdddolbr in^o ro-f-ut-inh t 
friendship as, warring p$qple§ become aware that each is the 
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chosen of the living God: 

’’In that day thepe will be a highway from Egypt tq 

Assyria, and the Assyrian will come into Egypt, and the 

Egyptian into Assyria, and the Egyptian will worship 

with the Assyrian. 

"In that day Israel will be the third witi Egypt and 

Assyria, a blessing in the midst of the earth, whom the 

Lord of hosts has blessed, saying, ’Blessed be Egypt my 

f 

people, and Assyria the work of my hands, and Israel my 

heritage." Isaiah 19:23-25 

The prophet Isaiah thus never leaves us- in doubt-. The very 
same God who had all the power necessary to punish his people 
had all the power necessary to transmute nature, society, and 
the very heart of man. The vision of the perfect king, the shoot 
of Jesse’s stock was simultaneously the vision of a recreated 
world built on foundations of economic and social equity, harmony 
among nations, and creative collaboration between humankind and 
nature. 

Isaiah’s vision of "that day" is the most vivid portrayal of 
the "messianic" idea as developed in the Bible. -If is a vision 
shared by all the prophets who agonized over Israel's pain and 
who, £i>r this very reason, believed firmly that God's redemption 




&ust be- no less impressive than- His condemnation. It was, by 
©very worldly measure, a figment of the prophets 1 imagination., 
a fantasy of impossibilities, .a dream of no substance, a mira-ge* 
bf unrealizable hopes. It was a vision belied by experience, 
refu-terd by the facts; 'and dashed by the subsequent course of 
events. For i-n the days that followed’, nocking ascended the 

i 

throne of David, much les*s a perfect king; justice and righteous^ 
rTess did rfbt becomfe- the liife and the 1 plummet; imperial powers did 
not desisft ffom warfare, and thfe lion did not lie down with the 
lamb. ’The "prophets, s-o i*t seemed , had iirdedd dreamed dreams . 

tl 

The age of mfessianic scenarios was followed by an age of 
sober reconstruction. There was a grand sweeping away of the, 
traditional leadership elites. Davidic aspirations Were extinr 
guished; expectations of independence were dashed; and the voice 
of the prophet was no longer heard in the land. With the formal 
promulgation^of the Pentateuch sometime between 445 and 397^ 
the immutable written revelation of God dissolved the need for 
prophets, even as it undergirded the need for firm, decisive, 
priestly leadership--a leadership with no longings for political 
independence and no hankerings for a Renewal of divisive, dis¬ 
ruptive, and cacophonous prophets. For this priestly class, the 
Law was fixed and eternal; it guaranteed salvation in this world 
for those who obeyed its injunctions and sought atonement through 
the sacrificial cult and its expiating priesthood. The altar 
stood guard over the land; guaranteed sure and abundant harvests; 


promised the fruitfulness of- the womb and l,ong- life for all- those 
who hearkened unto the commandments which God had thundered forth 
on Sinai. 

The Pentateuch is £ sober, revelation. Promises are in line 
with realistic possibilities. *A -fruitful J-and could indeed be 
prosperous if it were* at. peace,. Prosperaus peasants might indeed 

i 

anticipate a long and satisfying^ -life,,, if the rain. ;tanre in i&3*due 
season, and dOw- was plentiful r apd imperial pdwe.rs were benevolent 
e&aetors of tribute, nut’ avavaging spoil at art.. The-.Pentateuch 
promised nothing which was not possible, evOn probable, ff the 
priesthood succeeded where the prophets and kinejs had failed. 

v 

Religious autonomy under the single, omnipotent God was far more 
to be prized than political independence with its warring factions, 
its loyalties divided between baal and Yahweh, and its prophets 
now terrorizing the people with Yahweh ?l s relentless anger and 
now intoxicating them with visiofis of itatur'e tamed, nations 
becalmed, and societies liberated from economic exploitation and 
social inequity. The triumph of the Pentateuch was a triumph over 
prophecy and the beauteous vision of ’’that day” wherl the leopard 
would lie down with the kid, when swords would be beaten into 
ploughshares, and when all the peoples of the world would look to 
Israel for the knowledge of the Lord. 

This triumph is poetically confirmed by Ben Sira. Living at 
the high point of Aaronide-priestly Supremacy, and inspired deeply 
by the revelation of Moses, Ben Sira focuses intently on Aaron and 
his sons, on^expiating powers of the cultus, and on the everlasting 
authority which was bestowed upon them by God Himself, and not On, 

/i 

the prophetic visions of that day. He, to be sure, venerates th£ 
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prophets, but he is not intoxicated by their visions. It is the 
Pentateuch, not Isaiah*§ latter days, that he meditates day 
and night , and it is tjip high: priest of hi£ day., Simqn, that he 
looks to fQt religious ^.padership and inspiration^ not ^.mos, or 
Hosea, or Micah, or Jeremiah* or E2ek-iel. 


Ill 

The messianic idea thus lay dormant for several hundred 
years. And for good reason. The Pentateuch proved to be an 
incredibly good revelation for years marked by growing prosperity 
and relative peace, even as the Aa.roni.des proved to.be effective., 
judicious, and statesmanlike rulers who preserve^ religipus, 
autonomy by- foreswearing political, independency T-hey were ps 
amenable Ito Alexander as they had bepp to Artaxerxes*,, So long a;s- 
they were convinced that their God was omnipotent, they were 
little concerned with tPrrestial potentates--s o long a s the latter 
reaffirmed the right of the Aaronides to govern the religious, life 
o-f the people of Israel in accordance with the laws of Moses. 

But this relative serenity was punctured by a series of 

3 

events which quickly toppled the proud to^ex qf ^aronidism and; 
catapulted the people “of Israel into a searing Crisis o;f leadership. 
Antdochus Epiphanes rude,ly altered the. pules of the- game when he- 
Undercut the legitimate High, Triest? by selling the office first 
to. Jason and then to Meneleus., and by sending off into exile the 
pightful incumbent Onias XIT f ■ — And since the 

new High Priest had gained the High Priesthood illegitimately, 
and since the second incumbent Meneleus actually went so far as 






to subvert the' Temple to Zeu%, there wah a desperate' heed for 
vital new leadership to abort seemingly certain disaster,. 

Dtiring thciSe trying days Of indecision and uncertainty-} th'e 
need for prophetic Vision -stirred a highly sensitive and gifted 
individual to offer just such a vision i*n th’e Form oF^^ar^ps-eudepi- 
graph-, the book &f Daniel. Purporting to be the writings of a 
prophet-like figure who had lived in Babylonia during the exile, 
the book of Daniel predicts that the disaster which had befallen 
the people of Israel had been anticipated by God, even as the 
deliverance which was sure 4 to follow for those who remained sb 
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steadfast that they preferred martyrdom to betrayal. For such 
-ah these, theFe would be a resurrect ion Which God 'a omnipotence 
made possible and Credible.. 

though the book 0 / Daniel may have been reassuring-, ihe 
scholaf class Which sat itself in Moses' se"at, thd Scribes 
Pharisees, did not- revive prophecy to % J olvS the problems d'f 
Aaronide collapse and Anti^hene persecutions. Instead, they 
proclaimed a- radically new concept of the Law and the salvation 
that awaited those who internalized its teaching. These Scribes- 
Pharisees affirmed that the Father God sor loved the individual 
that He had revealed not onfe- -Law* blit two Lavfe, the Wfitttert Law-, 
-the" Pentateuch, and the Oral Law, so that the individual who, 
internalized this two--fold Caw cbOld anticipate eternal Hf e- foj 
his soul Fii the olam ha-ba , the world- to come-, and the- 'reauFFectdon 
of his body at some unknown future time. The Scribes-PhariseeS 
thus transferred the problem from a focus on a terrestial solution 
tt> a focus on a post-terrestial solution*- With one audacious 
swoop, the Scribes-Pharisees brushed aside the empirical world 
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a*s ultimately unreal and fashioned in its stead the world fo come 
immediately on death^and the resurrection of the-bo'dy which, would 
•come in the fullness of time. By this transference-, the Scribes- 
Pharisees rejected a messianic solution for this-worldly problems. 
All would-be messiahs were regarded as frauds, for they ultimately 
were making God's justice and righteousness dependent p,n the put- 
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tome of a terrestial gamble. The world tQ cpme was where God 
rewarded the souls of the righteous and punished the souls of the 
wicked. As fpr the resurrection pf the dead, thaf was a long 
way off , and would Occur whenrft occurred., That day wpuld indeed 
Usher in a? world which would be utterly different than thp 
terrestial world of our experience. 

The Scribes-Pharisees thus looked to no messiah for the 
resolution of the problems posed by a collapsing hierocracy and 
intense pressures to, Helleniz&j, They supported^ Judah^, Jonathan 
and Simon because they* offered inspiring military* leadership, 
against the Syrians; they bestowed through their advocacy of the 
Oral Taw the High Priesthood on. Simon e ygn though there was no 
warrant in the Pentateuch; they e^en -acknowledged, fd^st, Salome 
Alexandra^ queenship and, subsequently, Herod's kingship eyeu*. 
though neither was a descendent of David. Similarly^ they 
admonished the people to pay the tribute to Caesar even as they 
sought tp hold back the -people from rebellion until the v ery 
last moment?-- and beyond,. The Scribes-Pharisees simply rgfiised to 
bend their fundamental teachings 1 , to external pies surest, This 
World was a world of trial, and testing*^ Obedience to the two¬ 
fold Law did: not harvest terieatial rewards . Pain., -suffering, 
agony, poverty winnowed out the free*-ridets from the steadfast 


fn faithi. Eternal life Wa*s sfored" lip fOr sturdy, nbt frail,. souls; 
fbr souls which could not be provoked ini:6 disbelief, the kingdom 
Of God was an internal, not an external kingdom.. So long as kings 
and emperors did not block the road to salvation, thon their 
terrestial hegemony must be endured*. however harsh and provocative 
sfach "rifle Wight bey 


IV 

The Scribes-Pharisees would hot budge and could ndt be lured 
by the prophetic visions of*"the lattter days." They knew all these 
prophecies, but they refused to apply them to the solution of 
terrestial -problems.* Their visions were for & distant day when 
the d'e'ad-^wduld be resurrected* but not for the- here end now/ 

Such prophecies had- no beariff# 6n t-bO sleeping away of Roman rule 
by some Son c& Man-, some Messiah', who would fulfill the prophecies 
ifi re hi tiihe. 

But there w£f e tho'se who Imagined otherwise * They could* riot 
reconcile their belief ih God's omnipotence and their reading of 
the messianic prophecies. -The promise of the world to cbme and 
the resurrection of the dead at some distant time was not enough. 
God would make manifest His* s-aving- power now, if only the people 
wbuld show themselves Wo'tthy. The kingdom of God 1 was ncrt only a 
kingdom. Within* but a rbtrestial kingdom a?s well--a kingdom sWep’t 
free of evil, a kingdom- as envisaged in the most glowing of 
prophetic visions t Ev 4 en ds the Pharisees brushed’ aside messianic 
diaims as fraudulent, messianic claimants ifl’sisted on making their 
bid for recognition. Of these messianic claimants* only one, 


Jesus of Nazareth, £o impressed h-is distipl^is' that he became the- 1 
Messiah fbt them ? following on the very crucifixion which should' 
have refuted his claims decisively, 

f 

It was not Jesus’ life which proved beyond question that h£ 
was the messiah', “the Christ. It was his resurrection. It wa^ 

i 

only 1 When his disciples were convinced that JeSos haU> indeed ristn 
froti the dead that they v/ere Stunned into awareness that Jffesus* 
was the Christ not by Virtue o'f any signs and boifa fide's* that 
attended his earthly ministry, but by his resurrection. He was 
thus like no messiah who had been foreshadowed in ancient prophe¬ 
cies; he was not like any messiah that Israelites ha*d anticipated. 
For in all the speculation with respect to a messiah; there had 
been no premonition that the Messiah would prove himself to be 1 
the Christ after his death, not before; by his 1 resurrection, not 
his life. 

And it is "precisely with respect to the resurrection -that? *we; 
are confronted with a startling paradox. -The Scribes-Pharisees 1 
had resisted Jesus' claims to being the Messiah on the grounds 
that he had given no convincing signs, that he had not been 
preceded by Elijah, that he had defied the authority 5f the 
Pharisees. As far as they were concerned, h-is terrestial bona 
fides were unimpressive. But now the claim had heen elevated to 
a new level. Jesus' disciples bore witness that he had been 
resi/rfected and that it was his resurrection which 1 proved beyond 
question that he must netessarily be the Messiah, the Christ. 'Yet 
this belief that resurrection was not only possible^but funda* 
mental^waB among the core teachings of the Pharisees-. Jesus y 
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discipl.es were thys predisposed to Jesus ' resyrrection, ny.t by the 
prophetic teachings, but by Pharisaic teajch.in-g^ The vexy Pharisees 
who had developed a strictly defensive concept qf the Messiah--a 
concept that effectively blocked any would-be messiah meeting the 
necessary criteria-^were the very one? who, by teaching the 
resurrection of the dead as a vital dogma^ opened the eyes of 

I 

Jesus' disciples to the. possibility that what they had seen could 
indeed be true* T-he issue, then,, was not whq>th<«i; Jesus' resurrec¬ 
tion :was credible., but whether Resurrection had dndeed .occurred. 

It Was now a question o,f fact, itot fantasy. 

This is precisely the questipn, whi,qh so agitated Paul . As. 
a zealous follower of the Pharisees r JPaul was certain that the 
world to come and the resurrection were the ultimate rewards for 
those who were "as to the Law blameless." Since Jesus had defied 
the Pharisees, he could not have been resurrected if the two-fo}.d 
Law of the Pharisees was the road to salvation. Little wpnder, 
then* that Paul's immediate rjpactiqn v^as violent opposition to the 
claims that Jesus had been resurrected..-. The very notion was both 
absurd and dangexous qnd, should be rooted out. Resurrection whs 
for the -steadfast followers of the two-fold Law, not its. detractors. 

The more, however, Paul sought to eradicate the Claim, the 
more did the question persist. Was Jesus’ resurrection fact or 
fancy? The claim was credible--there was qo impossibility here-- 1 
but was.it factual. 

JVje know the outcome;, £hqre came a stunning moment of realiza¬ 
tion, a moment of transmutation, when the, Jion-fpct was translated 
into the fact. 4 esus bad indeed been resurrected. If resurrected} 
then the two-fold LaH of the Pharisees cannot be the road te 
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salvation. The road must: be the road of fhe .risen Christ,, Not 
the Law^, but Christ's saving grace, wps the path to etepnal li-fa. 

The Law wps a snarq and a delusion,., It was the agent provqqatpur 
of sin. It masKed the power of sin,: fqr it created the illusion 
that obedience to t;Jie Law dissolved the primordial regenerative 
sources of sin within jusv Sin skillfully manipulates the Law and 
arouses the very passions which it was meant tp still, "While wq 
were living ip the flesh, our sinful passions aroused by the Law, 
were at work in our members to bear fruit for death. , ." Romans 7:5 
"What shall we say? That fhe Law is sin? By pQ means,! Yqt„ 
if it had not beep fpr the Laws I should not have known sin. I 
should npt hpve known what it is to covet if the Law had not said 
l You shall-not covet*' But sin, finding opportunity in, the pom,- 
mandment, wrought in me all kinds of covetousness. Apart from 
the Law sill lies dead. y Romaiis 7?I-8 

"So I find it to be a law that when I wan)t to do right, evil 
lies close at hand. For I delight in the Law, of God, in my inmost 
self, but I see in my members another law at wpr with the law of 
my mind and making me captive tp thp law of sfn which cjwplls in. 
my members. Wretched man that I arnd Who will deliver me from 
this body of deat^h? Thanks be to God, through Jesjus Christ our 
Lord! So, theji, ,1, myself serye Gpd hut with my flpsh I sei^vp 
the law of sin. . . Romans 7:21-25 

"For God has done what the Law, weakened by the flesh, could 
not d,°’» sending his own Son in the likeness of sinful flesh and 
for sin, He condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the jpst 
requirements of the Law might be fulfilled ijtju^, who, walk not; 
according to the flesh but according tp the spirit. . " 


Romans 8:3-4 
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Now what is striking about Paul’s concept of the Christ is 
that it Is roofed exclusively in thfe resurrection. It was not 
What JdSiis had taught when he was alive, but what this life meant 
ih the light of the resurrection. For Paul, jFesus is the Messiah 
because hie was resurrected, and h£ was resurrected s-o that all 
might know thdt the power of sin could be dissolved only through 
God’s grace as made manifest through JesuS Christ. Paul's concept 
of the Messiah is thus a highly Original Onfe, one which is not 

rooted in biblicUl prophety, and which is not dependent on 

* * 

any radical transformation of the terrestikl order What is to 
be traftsmuted is the iridividual. Through Christ § grace, he’ 
becomes a ne"w creation. He sldughs off sin aS he draws in Christ; 
and as sin falls way, he glimpses the eternal life which his faith 
has •earned. 

It was Palil’s Christ which, in retrospect, Wa’S the Vitally 
living Christ* Those followers who had anticipated that Christ 
would SOon return to Ushef ift thte Kingdom of GOd on earth w6 r% 
harshly disappointed. For th^ fact is that Jesus did not 
fulfill, either* during his lifetime of at any time thereafter', the 
biblical prophecies of "tKht dhy »" If wars ^continued* "bcondlmic 
and Social exploitation remained the norm, and human degradation 
and humiliation went on apace, this did hot mean that Christ had 
not come and that his power was illusory; Far from it. The more 
distant, the day of his second coming-', the more* vivid was his 
immediate presence?;. Christ was J dvercomirig sin in each individual 
Who internalized him. One did not have ti> await Christ's retufri, 
s„ince Christ had neveT gone away. The Christ within was the real 

C p 

Christ Whose continuous saving grace was always transorming the 
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"very nature oF a true ancl believing Christian. 

V 

Ih retrospect, some revealing patterns had emerged by the 
third centUrji. The Pharisaic and fannaitic teachers had assigned 

4 

the messianic hope k subordinate status ift the hierarchy of 
beliefs 1 . The decisive defeat of Bar KOchba’s messianic pretensions 
had all too clearly exposed the danger lurking for Judaism and the 
Jewish people in a misreading of prophetic visions. The messianic 
belief was, to be sure, not abandoned, but it was not elevated to 
the status of dogma. Such a status was reserved for the belief 
in olam ha-ba, the world to come', and tehiat ha-nietim , the resur¬ 
rection of 1 the d'dad^ ’’All Israel has' a share in the world to 
come'.’ is the cris> affirmative declaration bf' the Mishanah. 

”«e who denies that the resurrection of the dead is articulated in 
the Torah”warns the Mishnah "is deprived of any share in the world 
to corner” (Sanhedrin 10:1). The condemned criminal was admonished; 
as he drew near to the place of stoning, that he should confess, 
"for whoever confesses has a portion in the world to, come.” 
(Sanhedrin 6:2). -"These are the things,” according to the Mishnah, 
"the fruits of which a person eats in this world, even ’as the 
principle is set up for 1 him in the World to come; honoring father 
and mother, the doing of fcracitous acts, ahdf bringing about peace 
between a person and his neighbor} but the study of Torah is equal 
to. all of them-.(Mishnah Peah 1:1). 

The focus was clearly on the world to come for the soul 
immediately on death, and resurrection of the body at some unknown 
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and unstated time, Th<? poming pf the Messiah is never interlinked 
with either the world to come oY the resurrection. The two 
passages referring to the days of the Messiah are not associated 
with either of these vital dogmas. And never in the Mishnah is 
the messianic age held out to the believer, as the reward fpr his, 
righteousness. Whatever the days of the Messiah meant to the 

i 

tannaitic sages, they were neither identified with or fu§ed with 
either olam ha-ba or tehi.pt ha^rnet im,. This peeds especially to 
be stressed', since the fact thajt tpe Resurrection- was tt> occur it- 
some point in t-igje allowed for a ; melding of the -two concepts 
But such a melding is not attested in the Mishnah. 

For the Christians a similar pattern had crystallized.- 
Though the belief in the second coming was not abandoned, thes- 
focus was on the internalized Christ and the salvation which 
awaited the soul and ultimately awaited the body. The: .Christian? 
leaders were .no more 5 a *g£r to court disillusionment than w.er.e the 
tannaitic sages. Just as obedience to the internalized Law would 
yield immediate salvation for the soul when the body ''dried, sbi 

in the internalized Christ would yield Immediate salvation 
for the soul. Resurrection might be a long wpy off, but the soul 
Could scarcely become impatient s v o long as it lived alongside God 
the Father. 

The belief in the world to come and in thg re,surrectdhha were 
thus for .most Jews and fur most Christians a sturdy shield for. 
warding off the batterings of fate, .apd the bludgeenings of chance. 
The outside world might be bleak, dreary and convulsed with pain, 
but the inner world was warmed with the golden glow of God's loving 
concern for the individual, a concern so deep and tender that He 
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had made possible’ fo the truly faithfU-l eternad life 1 -for th'e ibul 
and resurrection for the body.. This innet world wa’s a reality so 
precious that the seductive snares of 1 the outer world could not 
dissolve^ Or the pfain, agony, humiliation and death inflicted by 
external forces undermine. 

j 

But even believing Jews and faithful Christians cduld not So- 

flee their human frailty as not to wish that it were otherwise. 

If only the inner and the outer would meld. If only the vivid 

prophecies of the; latter days J were \isftfere& in*, theft-, *hs God had 

promised, justice, righteousness, and mercy wobld go hand ift hand 

with a harmonious nature add with a prosperous and joyous humankind. 

If only Christ would come again in all His glory, then there would 
be simultaneously a kingdom of God within and a kingdom of God 

without. And since such hopes were deeply rooted in scripture, 

Jews and Christians would have been less than human had they not 

from time to time, responded to the tumult of wars, the ravaging 

of pestilence, t-he ceaseless poundings of disaster, and the 

relentless pressure of tragic happenings with illusions that the 

Mdssiah must be ccfming, or coming again. For Jews this was, at 

times., some leader of promise who was ready to gather atmies to 

regain the Holy Land; at other times it was some charismatic 

personality who anticipated that God Himself would remove all 

obstacles, break down all barriers^ as His me-ssiah Led the people 

back to the land for "that day “-which Isaiah had forces ebb. 

We noVF know.that the 'Sighs- mlrst haVS? been misread^ the meari- 
ing of the prophecies not deciphered. The Messiah neither*came 
fur the-Jews nbr frfecame for the ChriStiant'; Each aftd every-claimant 
had misled himself even as hb had misled others. Neither Simple 
piety, impressive strength, stunning erudition’not mystic irttoxi 


patiop yielded a mes-siah £ ( or th^ J 5 ew,s even, wheirt, as in the case 
of Shabbetai Zevi /C £ )»; ap impressive aj.ray of 

'respected scholars and vintage kabbalLsis convinced ifremselyes, 
and the masses-.at-large that the sacred texts we,ra clear arid 
that the deepest mysteries utterly confirmings 


vi 

Judaism entered the mode-fz*, wOrld with \ highly confined con¬ 
cept of the Messiah, ynfike £he -twin* dogmas pf the "wprld to 
ppme" and, thre. "resurrection of. the de"ad, Mi the belief ism the 


coming of the Nessiah--a belief which Maimonides had elevated 

into a principle of faith--was highly vulnerable to empiric 
a* 

disasterthe Sabbatian debacle had so shockingly revealed. The 

coming of the Messiah was thus, for all intents and purposes, a 

non-coming. It was elevated into the realm of dream, fantasy 

and illusion. Indeed those, who like the followers Of the Baal 

Shem , the Hasidim, were so transported by vivid imaginings 

of the Messiah and his coming that they broke faith in dance and 
song , were the most scrupulous in keeping his real coming a far- 

off event* The more- ardent the belief, the pip-re, remote the 

actualization. 

The belief, however, had become a dogma and, as such, had 
to be dealt with by those Jews who became advocates of a westernized, 
mpdarniped Judaism,- The more radical among these , such, a:s 
Abraham Geiger, who fathered the Reform movement, were ■embarrassed 
by what jras for the^n the naive belief in a personal mpssiahc, and 
transmuted thfe do,gn\a, into the; concept of a messianic age<s This" 


This age they visualized as the outcome of the modernization and 
westernization process which must,so they believed, press on 
inexorably till all the major problems of humankind would be 
resolved. Judaism, so they taught, was itself a religion of 
progressive revelation, which, in its highest stage of develop¬ 
ment, made manifest to all humankind the pure monotheism which 

i 

Mas the essential revelation that prophets had proclaimed^ They 
were confident that there, would come a day in whirh God would be 
one* His name one, apd His children/drawn to on'e another tfifh 
bonds of love. On, that day, swords’ might indeed be built into 
ploughshares, poverty overcome, and exploitation vanish. 

There was, however, am ironic aspect to their thinking. 
Convinced that Judaism was the bearer of universal truths and 
the Jewish people a people designated, to spread these among the 
nations- of the world, these leaders’ r^jjeoted for the Jewish people 

i 

any national asperatiofts• Fqr them, such asperdtions wpuld be 
a throwback* a betrayal of the divine mission of Israel to 
he a light to the nations 5 , a -beacon, to the peoples, (for them?, 
the diaspora was evidence that Israel was 3 trans-territorial, 
trans-national, trans-political people--a people not by might 
but by spirit. 

Yet these same ardent spokesmen of Israel’s trans-national 
mission were no less ardent in their devotion to thO nation-states 
ini which they lived. Their rbai for pthe baftrierldnd frequently 
took on a ^religious fervor > as they offered, wdek^in. and week-out;, 
heartfelt prayers for the well-being of theitr nation and its 
governors.- Indeed, patriotism was deemed to be a positive com¬ 
mandment so long as it was not dedicated to the restoration of 


I Jewish polity in the Jloly Land. 


b 


Vi I 

The coming of a messianic age proved to be as illusory as 

theE coming of the Messiah, Westernization seeded total war* hot 

torn peace. The modern nation-state bdcdm^ the breeding ground 

of irrational hatreds, devastating weapons 5 ’, rapacious ambitions* 

and insatiable greed. Its moment of glory was on thart day when 

the guns df August launched eager and joyous armies to kill^ 

ravage and despoil themselves. Its moment of truth wars dawned 

four years later when peace settled over a Europe,in shambles; 

when the inexorable march of progress bogged down in the muck 

of disaster; and when* a star of pmdn-ous portent reddened on 

the eastern horizon, dropped up by a Peace Treaty fecrowiiing 

the sovereign nation-■state, t^e peoples of Europe stumbled; fromi 

economic stagnation, t? economic collapse, revealing a^ never* 

before ihr human history the Awesome power of sin to demolish all 

barriers, break through all dams, and tear down all fortresses 

which humans had devised for themselves to block the primordial 

.1 

lust of evil. And it was the fate of the Jews to illustrate 
this gruesome truth. Civilization was, it seemed, the agent 
provacteur of sin, not its mars ter. The holocaust, not the 
messianic- atge„ was human destiny; Hitler * not the son of David, 
was the Messiah, Or so it must have seemed to -those* wnose road, 
ended at Auschwiti and, whose path brake off at Belsen. 
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VIII 

Paralleling the trajectory of the European natioji-states .Wa'S 
the emergence of a novgLL concept of what the jnps'sianic age: fot' 

Jews might fre x Impressed with the first signs of- reeftiergeht anti- 
Semitism in the West.., -and convinced that the Jews of eastern 

* 

Europe woul-d j\ever be liberated, gifted, leaders transmuted the 
messianic hope., The redemption of the JLewse was ta be a natijortal 
redemptions The people of Israel were not preeminently a people 
Qf God with a divine mission, but the. manifestation of a powerful 
national spirit which refused to die. The prophets may have 
expressed the nation's yearnings and hopes in the religious images 
appropriate for their unenlightened age, and sages may have forti¬ 
fied the? rt^tiona-l spirit with, the reassurance <tfrati God' s anointed 
would, sbme day restore His nation to their land., JJut however 

obscured by religious languages She essence of the people a£ 

* 

Israel was the national!., «idt the' religions, spirit-, JThe\ nation 
had donned a religious mantle far self-preservation during the 
centuries of naive faith and j<~-f beliefs. Now, however, 
the prote dive covering might be stripped away as an enlightened 
sophisticated generation revealed nationalism; to be the eternal 
underpinning -o]f Jewish existence and a restored homeland tire: corner- 
-stone of security, serenity, arid reborn self-esteem, PiousiJews 
who prayed tfrrj.ce daily for the restoration yof i-tsr-iand Zion, but 
who looked upon secular dewish national is ts as the sinners who 
were holding God back, were looked upon by the brave new breed 
of nationalist leaders as unwitting betrayers of the essence of 
of Jewish people, the national idea or spirit. 
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This leadership thus shaped a radically novel concept of 
Jewish peoplehood and of the messi&nic hope. And this concept 
proved to be; In its own way,-redemptive „ f.of stirred Jews with 
a vision of self-liberation and self-redemption-and energized 
them to build the found.atj.ons for a mcJdeVri Viable society Which was 
ready, willing add Table ttr offset the holocaust with. rebirth! and' 

l 

the onrush pf evil with a mighty fortress of fortitude, dete-rfrina¬ 
tion., Bnd constructive growths And. the State of Israel still' 
stands firmly as the beacon of development fen the Middle East atfd 
■as the- light which: may yet illumine the way for their Arab brothers. 

a 

IX 

het <us pau-se briefly, on the edge of today and tomorrow-> tti ! 

get our bearirfgs. We have come a long way from Isaiah *‘s s vision -1 

of "that d^y .A* Wfe ha uj chartered tlie ebbs, and:. floWs of. messianic 

ideas and hopes. Jife have hotfe'd how they have hdt only waxed and 

waned) hut hbw thfey have be u en transmuted. For the Aaronide 

priests, these hopes were, of a* bygone era; for the Scribes- 

Pharisees, they were subordinated to the more reassuring anticipa- 

o na¬ 
tion of the world to come, ^/distant certainty of the resurrection;. 

For medieval Jews, they were lp n gang's: Whichtin infrequent 

Qpcasioncst, could blind the eyes' of even the' clear -sighted so that 

they stuinbled after wotrld>be messiahs, but which foT*. the most part 

were, consoling imaginings .'of the impossible Jti For strident spokes- 

A 

men ftgr Reform Judaism, they were the intimations of a messianic 
age which lay at the end of progress' road, the summit of human¬ 
kind's climb to redemption. For Jewish nationalists, they were 


-23- 


the mandate to build a secure and prosperous nation. 

Are, then, the prophetic visions limited to what Jews have 
interpreted them to mean? Is their fulfillment limited to what 
has thus far been attained: an Israeli state with secure and 
recognized borders Serving as a beachhead df development in the 
Middle East? Or 4o the prophecies hdld yet within them unfuL- 

i 

filled possibilities? Is the security of the State of Israel 
the fulfillment or simply a reliable sign that fulfillment must 
.be on its way? 

If we seek to penetrate to thd deepest meaning of Isaiah’s 
prophecies,, we discover that he was affirming that God has the 
power to do the seemingly impossible. G.od is not limited by the 
seeming imperatives of empirical experience. If God were, then 
Israel itself could not survive the obvious cdnclusion which any 
thinking person would have drawn from the destructioif of the land, 
the gutting of the Temple, and the tossing of the people into 
exile. The empirical evidence revealed aft impotent, not an 
omnipotent God. Yet, in response to the prophetic insistence 
that defeat was victory, destruction rehabilitation, exile redemp¬ 
tion, the people of Israel simply denied,the facts andpersisted 
in their belief that their God was singular, omnipotent, and 
utterly committed to the creative survival of His people., lienee 
jfcjie first impossibility, Israel’s ongoing Creative existence, 
turned out to be a stubborn, irreducible fact. 

What were the other impossibilities? Isaiab foresaw a tim"e 
when nature would be so transformed that the lion would lie down 
-to-the land; peoples so transmuted that they would live in harmony 

' /V 

with one another; congeftital hatreds would dissolve as Egypt,, 
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Assyria and Israel all recognised that each was God's chosen; when 
justice ancl righteousness would" displace economic exploitation a.n.d 
Social inequity; when human 'w.cfrth and dignity would be the norm; 
when tjhe knowledges of the Lord would undergird a new creation* 

What of these impossibilities? Is the empirical reading of 
reality to be triumphant? Are the brute facts to be decisive? 

i 

Is evil sp powerful that God's omnipotence is to be put to shame? 

Is there to be only a kingdom within and not without? Is humankind 
doomed to eternal warfare? Are nature and humankind to strive 
forever for destructive mastery? Are poverty and degradation to 
bp the tragic destiny of the wretched o-f the earth? Is the holo¬ 
caust tcfc be the ultimate achievement of sinful manf ; Is "that day" 

i 

to, t^e a day of ail consuming terror as Gp.d's claims to sovereignly 
are mocked, and as His, glowing attributes of promise are snuffqd 
out one by one? 

As a believing Jew, I have deep faith that just as God has 

accomplished the impossible by preserving Israel despite the facts, 

so He has the power to shape with us a new creation. .And the 

signs abound ,wp but have the eyes to see and the ears to hear. 

For at that very moment, when, the demonic seemed to have gained 

♦ 

decisive mastery, we began to latch on to the mind of God. And, 
arpnioally, tjip latching occurred as. we strove to develop a weapon 
of such overwhelming power 'that Naziisra *?ould be doomed. The 
Manhattan project ushered a new age, for it revealed that it was 
possib le to take an abstract, mathematical law of nature--a 
thought in the mind of God that holds together, sustains and 
•regenerates tyls creation--and u se it to create an end product 
which otherwise would have been impossible.. And this tapping of 
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hfe mirid of God did not end with J letrial weapons of destrifetion. 
Drawing on abstract laws*, immaterial formulae, invisible Inter¬ 
connections, we bur'at through our terrestial "limits. We rovfe 
through space, land md'n bn ds'tra'l bodies, explore the' host of 
emergent possibilities as the realm o~f the impossible shrinks 
before-the knowledge of God^s eternal laws. We erase pestilened 

* 

at its core; eradicate illness irt its womb; and banish for all 
time immutable killers pf yesteryear. With weightless* thoughts, 
we’ create miracle rice; with abstractions we- develop haidy nd# 
strains 6 ; /with mental formulae We see;d fhe abundance of trie wdrld 
to come. Indeed, afs the knowledge of God ,J i laWS beedme kndwi? 
and prove trite And steadfast?, trie impossibf^^iecedOs. There , 
indeed, can come a day when nature and humankind are reconciled; 
when trie liori may indeed lie down with lamb, and when even 
death will die. 

And rf we turn t'o the international ahtena, w'e can glrimpsd 
iri the* very depths ?cff trie strife and in trie Very Core of trie 
raging violence, the 1 first seedliiigS of harmohy among the nations. 
And one -of those seecffifigs, sdwn rA the furrows ctfewred by the* 1 
holocaust, is already beginning to bdaf fruit. The EufOpeah 
Economic Community has proved that nation need not lift up sword 
againSt nation, even if such lifting-up belongs to its most 
cherished memories of national pride and aspiration. German^' 
and France will go to war against each other no more. Evil Tran' 
be barred from demonic intrusions: on trie emergent good. Col¬ 
laboration amorig the natiorirt cart dim'ffi’ish thd I-urri of sdvereight^ 
even as ! it can foster the •pursuit of national diversity. 

And no less reassuring a riign, ori'e plucked out o'f thd 
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distressing pressures how besetting Israel in ihe wake of thp y f .„N. 
resolution, is that gn tjie very e.ve of the vote, .the fifth &fld 
sixth ships with Tsr^eji Cargoes passed, thrbug-h the Suet Can%\. 
and docked at Israeli ports,- The settlement v^itb Egypt i$ jio;Lding-- 
with all ,of its implications for the possibility Of the, impossible: 
the day on which all the nations of the Middle, Easi: will be one 
wiph each other, as Isaiah had predicted.. 

The cujjcial signs are here. They can he found by anyone who 
looks beneatlvthe surging surface of invents. They proclaim that 
Isaiah was rights, Gg.d ha$s the powej to overcome £,he impossible., 
if only we tap the mind aad spirit ctfj God< Tlvere, can indeed be. a 
new treat loft* Nations" can .live, in harmony ». Poverty cap. be over¬ 
come and, exploitation 1 etjd. 

But tlhese Ore 0$ yet only flfie signs that the prophecies could 
cOme true, they Ore root in themselves the fulfillment.- They sig¬ 
nal to us that we earn create a hew kind of world* one Which is the 
very negation of the world we have so long taken for granted as. 

eternal. But for Such a creation, we need not only the mind of 

God, but the spirit of God, Opr awareness of the steadfast laws of' 
nature g-ive.s as much power tjo destroy this world as to build the 

Wbrld to come. The Kj.ng4o1ri bf God without tdn ohly b,e patterned 

oh the Kingdom of Qpd wjthlnv Without £hose divine qttributqs df 
goodness, jnercy, justice and lbve,, fcven fhfe jiiost impressive of 
worldly societies will be Without lifei The Affluent individual 
will not be liberated by his affluence from the need for salvation: 

only that divinely implanted hierarchy of enduring values can 
t^r 

displace th*t alienation, ennui and despair which sears the souls 

J1 *' 

Q:f those wbq haye JibeTate.d themselves fpom God’s justice. 


graciousness and love. 
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We are, f am convinced, going through the convulsions which 
the prophets always associated with the eve of "that day." They 
never promised an easy transition. And they had no illusions 
that God would shape a new creation without human collaboration. 
The messianic age is within our*grasp, the prophecies are true 
prophecies, and their fulfillment is awaiting our decision--fbr 
God. 
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